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Operationalizing the Mentoring Processes as Perceived by Teacher Mentors
Abstract
Mentoring plays a critical role in providing quality professional experience for pre-service
teachers in their initial teacher education. There have been numerous studies about pre-service
teacher mentoring yet, actual mentoring practice still remains varied and poorly understood.
Consequently, there is a need for mentoring processes that can enhance graduate teacher
quality. In response to this call, this study aims to elucidate understanding of how mentoring is
operationalized, as perceived by the teacher mentor. In the light of Kram’s (1983) theory of the
mentoring relationship, data were analysed from interviews with experienced teacher mentors.
These findings increase our understanding of actual mentoring processes that are used during
the different phases of support for the pre-service teachers. Understanding how the mentor–
mentee relationship is operationalized has implications for supporting and enhancing quality
mentoring experiences.

Keywords: mentoring relationship, professional experience, mentoring phases,
mentoring processes
Introduction
Professional experience has been described as having a “profound impact on
student teachers” (Hammerness, Darling-Hammond, & Shulman, 2002, p. 409), and the
literature has extensively documented the benefits pre-service teachers gain (Cohen,
Hoz, & Kaplan, 2013; Koc, 2012; Zeichner, 2010). Recent reports, both in the Australia
and internationally, confirm its critical role in preparing high quality teachers and stress
the need for quality mentoring support (Darling-Hammond, Burns, Campbell,
Goodwin, Hammerness, Low, Zeichner, 2017; Schleicher, 2011; TEMAG, 2014).
Researchers (i.e., Hascher, Cocard, & Moser, 2004) have promulgated the
quality of pre-service teachers’ learning largely depends on the effectiveness of
mentors. However, mentoring practice in reality varies widely. Banville (2002)
reported on the role of supervising (mentor) teachers and confirmed this and suggested,
that “there are neither clear descriptions of their role nor any standards for their
functioning or preparation” (p. 346). There is a need for greater understanding of
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mentoring processes, in terms of the strategies and development in the relationship.
Most researchers have investigated the mentoring practice from the participants’
perspective, rather than considering the development of the relationship itself.
It is acknowledged there is a need for professional experience to be carefully
examined (Bloomfield, 2010; Ewing, Lowrie, & Higgs, 2010; Le Cornu, 2016; Nguyen,
2017; Sim, 2006; White, Bloomfield, & Le Cornu, 2010). Devos (2010) recommended
that mentoring should be “subjected to much greater scrutiny than has been given to
date, as a vehicle for producing particular sorts of teachers for the times and the place”
(p. 1223). Mentoring helps to develop the pre-service teachers’ teaching expertise and
facilitate their entry into the teaching culture (Aderibigbe, Colucci-Gray & Gray, 2016;
Hobson, 2012), crucial in ensuring quality learning (Hascher, Cocard, & Moser, 2004).
There has been considerable research on the mentoring relationship and its potential
benefits for learning, performance, networks and personal satisfaction (Gordon,
2017;Grimmett, Forgasz, Williams, & White, 2018; Jones & Brown, 2011;Liou et al.,
2017). The quality of the mentoring and engagement (Ko, Lo & Lee, 2012; White,
Bloomfield & Le Cornu, 2010) is often determined by its length and the closeness of
the relationship (Whitney, Hendricker, Offutt, 2011). This perspective assumes that the
mentoring relationship is reciprocal, with the mentor and mentee functioning as adult
learners (Galbraith, 2003). Yet, the mentoring relationship, as with every relationship,
follows a distinct trajectory marked by turning points, transitions, and transformations,
responsive to the individuals’ needs and contexts (Keller, 2005). This relationship can
be viewed as cyclical with overlapping phases and specific actions fostering
development and progression (Kochan & Trimble, 2000). Researchers have proposed
that the mentoring relationship is developed for the purpose of aiding the protégés
personal and professional growth (i.e., Chao, Walz, & Gardner, 1992; Liou et al., 2017;
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Mena, Hennissen & Loughran, 2017). Yet, progression is inherently complex and
variable (Chao, 1997). This echoes the need for further understanding of the phases of
the mentoring relationship during professional experience.
Conceptual Framework
Operationalizing the Phases of the Mentoring Relationship
Although Kram’s (1983) theory of mentoring has been widely used for
mentoring research and practice, and more recently in the theorising of identification
of mentoring relationships (e.g., Humbred & House, 2016), current researchers have
offered little in identifying and understanding the development of the mentoring
relationship during professional experience. To fill this gap, the researchers drew on
Kram’s (1983) conceptual framework in identifying and unpacking the development of
the pre-service teacher and supervising teacher’s mentoring relationship. Kram’s
(1983) theory of mentoring is based on a study of corporate developmental relationships
over an indefinite time period consisting of a four phase conceptual model of
progression. This included: (a) initiation (the start of the relationship); (b) cultivation
(mentoring functions expand); (c) separation (established relationship is substantially
altered by context and/or psychological changes); and (d) redefinition (relationship
evolves and/or ends). Movement from one phase to the next is marked by “turning
points”, characterised by effective experiences, mentoring functions, and interactions,
shaped by the needs and circumstances of individuals (Kram, p. 621).
A number of researchers have supported the validation of these phases as
effective (e.g., Abrosetti, Knight, & Kekkers, 2014; Bouquillon, Sosik, and Lee, 2005;
Humbred & House, 2016; Mullen & Schunk, 2012). However, more operational details
and evidence are needed to understand the mentoring processes in different contexts
(i.e., teaching). In response, a number of scholars have proposed mentoring frameworks
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(e.g., Ambrosetti, Knight, & Dekkers, 2014; Hargreaves, & Fullan, 2000; Mullen &
Schunk, 2012) that operationalizes the mentoring processes based on Kram’s (1983)
work.
The Four Phases of Mentoring Relationships
The operationalizing of mentoring relationship begins with, initiation where one
or both parties’ initiates contact to generate a working partnership (Humbred & House,
2016; Zachary, 2000) and establish shared goals, trust and mutual respect (Crisp,
Carales, Walls, & Cassill, 2018; Higgins, Chandler, & Kram, 2007; Liou et al., 2017).
During initiation, the mentor/mentee exchange views, determine compatibility,
demystify the unspoken or elusive, assess the personal fit and possible membership
(Keller, 2005; Mackey & Shannon, 2014; Mullen, 2005). It also considers the mentees’
‘cultural fit’ in the profession (Hobsin, 2012; Kochan & Pascarelli, 2003; Mackay &
Shannon, 2014). Importantly, it is often the confusion around roles and responsibilities
that undermine efficacy of mentoring (Hall, Draper, Smith, & Bullough, 2008). As
such, the importance of social exchange where potential benefits, costs and
expectations in the relationship are explored is crucial (Ensher, Thomas, & Murphy,
2001).
Following initiation, is cultivation, involving growth and maintenance in the
relationship (Mullen & Schunk, 2012). This stage “encompasses almost the full
duration of the mentoring relationship” (Keller, 2005, p. 87), and is when the parties
develop more familiarity (Kram, 1983). According to Turban and Lee (2007) and
Sundli (2007), effective relationships occur when both parties feel comfortable sharing
information and advice. Zachery (2000) referred to this as a time of negotiating and
enabling, coming to agreement about goals and the structure of the relationship.
Aderibigbe, Colucc-Gray, and Gray (2016) suggested that there is a need for safety in
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respect to practice and the provision of an “enabling environment and level playing
field” for relationship development (p.24). Negotiation, understanding, and how
conflicts are managed are important aspects of growth and maintenance in the
mentoring relationship (Mullen & Schunk, 2012).
Additionally, there are real benefits when the mentor shows a genuine interest in
supporting the career and psychosocial needs of the mentee (Mackay & Shannon,
2014;Turban & Lee, 2007). When there is real interest, there is the potential for
professional growth, social and emotional support, and advances in knowledge of the
profession for the mentee (Hudson, 2013a, 2013b; Liou et al., 2016; Simpson, Hastings,
& Hill, 2007). Importantly, this phase provides opportunity for facilitating the
mentoring relationship (Bradbury & Koballa, 2010; Feiman-Nemser, 2001), with
agreement and a focus on learning goals (Pomphrey & Burley, 2012). Genuine
conversations play an important role in cultivation, with a need for discussions to be
genuine, open, and supportive for growth and success in the relationships (Gadamer,
Weinsheimer, & Marshall, 2004; Hudson, 2013a, 2013b; Sheridan & Young, 2016).
Conversations offer the opportunity to nurture higher-order thinking, critical selfreflection and demonstrate metacognitive abilities that support the mentees
developmental learning (Lejonberg & Tiplic, 2016; Mullen & Schunk, 2012; Sheridan
& Young, 2016;Tonna, Bjerkholt, & Holland, 2017). Shared dialogue provides spaces
that encourage exploration and engagement within all aspects of professional
experience (Bloomfield, 2010). Thus, the importance of shared conversations that
remain discursive and power-free so as to cultivate reflective thinking (van Ginkel,
Verloop, & Denessen, 2016; Kim & Silver, 2016). However, mentoring also involves
identity work (Amaral-da-Cunha, Batista, MacPhail, & Graça, 2018), thus raising
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concerns regarding dependency, intimacy, power and control within mentoring
relationships (Sheridan & Young, 2016).
The final phases of separation and redefinition are where the mentee typically
becomes independent as roles are renegotiated and the mentor/mentee essentially
become peers (Turban & Lee, 2007) or the mentee seeks other peer
mentoring/networking opportunities (Mackey & Shannon, 2014). This dissolution and
independence requires a shift in interpersonal processes with both parties beginning to
accept changes in the dynamics of the relationship through a willingness to discuss
changing roles and feelings (Humberd & Rouse, 2016). Grimmett, Forgasz, Williams,
and White (2018) referenced the “new relational dynamic between mentor teachers and
the pre-service teacher, “as mentors repositioning themselves to become supporters of
learning” in the relationship (p. 8). In formal mentoring relationships, those externally
defined by program expectations and short time frames, interpersonal processes may
be less evident (Turban & Lee, 2007) and may run counter to prevailing practices
(McIntyre & Hobson, 2016).
Interpersonal adaptations can be spurred by achieving set milestones (e.g.,
teaching alone) linked to an expansion in capabilities, interaction patterns and
social/emotional confidence (Izadinia, 2015; Mena et al., 2017; Nguyen & Sheridan
2016; Sheridan & Young, 2016). The timing of these last two phases is influenced by
an individual’s developmental opportunities (Keller, 2005) and illustrated by changes
in interpersonal exchanges (i.e., deepening/expansion in the relationship). The
management of conflict may also influence the course of the relationship (Mackey &
Shannon, 2014), with changes in response to events and circumstance or an end of a
program.
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Separation may or may not be acknowledged, with some relationships
deteriorating due to conflict, betrayal, or personality differences (Fehr, 2000). The
relationship may continue but in an altered form (Allen & Eby, 2003; Fehr, 2000;
Keller, 2005), sometimes with mentors unwilling or unable to disengage (FeimanNemser, 2001). Redefinition may indicate a type of self-actualizing (Mullen & Tuten,
2010) whereby the mentee branches out from the mentoring relationship through
relational work with supportive networks, professional memberships and productive
peers, while navigating the realities of the job (Izadinia, 2015).
Considering the development of the mentoring relationship in teaching addresses
the gap in empirical evidence within initial teacher education in the Australian context.
Therefore, this qualitative study makes a contribution by exploring the development of
the mentoring relationship, its progression and features in practice, with a focus on the
when and how of mentoring processes from the perspective of the teacher mentor and
more specifically addresses the following research question: In what way does the
mentoring relationship develop during professional experience?
Method
Research Approach
The aim of this study is to gain deeper insights into mentors’ perspectives of
effective mentoring practice for pre-service teachers. The purpose of the research was
to provide qualitative evidence from within a school context to determine the
operationalization of the mentoring relationship in connection with Kram (1983) and
Mullen and Schunk (2012) research. Data were collected from a two-year study on
improving the school professional experience in an Australian university. The interview
study on which this paper draws sought, targeted, rather than random qualitative
responses (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2013). Further, the interviews provided the
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opportunity to identify the multiple “cultural realities” that exist in the complex school
context (Sultana, 1991, p.59). A limitation of this study was that it involved only a small
sample of participants. However, the in-depth interviews provided a broad range of
views of mentoring from a diverse group of experienced mentors within different
school settings. The case studies were context specific, but they were externally
validated by the extended research team to ensured trustworthiness of the study.
Context and Participants
Six independent schools were identified as potential locations from which to
recruit teacher mentors for the study. Recruitment was supported by the Association
of Independent School and the professional experience officer from the university.
Several teachers were nominated and approached as they were currently mentoring preservice teachers, while others were recommended by the schools. Seven mentor
participants, two male and five females, were selected from six schools across Sydney,
Australia. The six schools provided a range of contexts (e.g., single sex, comprehensive,
co-educational, religious). The schools varied in terms of student cohort and size
(medium to large enrolments) across the metropolitan area. Overall the participants
were deemed representative, providing a range of experiences in supervising preservice teachers (e.g., undergraduate/postgraduate teacher education programs with 6
years to 30 years’ experience) (see Table 1).
Table 1
Participants Demographic Information
Participant

Gender

School Type/Size

#1
#3

Female

Inner City
High SES with high % of international
enrolments
Co-Educational (girls & boys)
Secondary Comprehensive Secular,
Independent Schools

Female

Years of
No. of
Teaching Mentees
17
>10
8
6

8

Years 7-12 (ages 12-18)
Academic Focus
Population: 150
#2
#6

Female
Male

Metropolitan
High SES, focus on Inclusive

6
12

4
8

23
7

>10
5

30

>10

community
Boys Catholic High School–Multiple
Campus
Commitment to Indigenous Education
Years 5-12 (ages 10-18)
Innovative Education
Population: 1300
#4
#5

Male
Female

Outer Metropolitan

#7

Female

Metropolitan

Low SES
Co-Education High Schools
Islamic School
Year 3-12 (ages 7-18 )
Happy and Successful citizens
Strong Islamic ethos/ Academic
excellence
Population: 2400
High SES
Girls School–day and boarding
K-12 (ages 5-18)
Small class size/individualized
programs (based on the Dalton Plan)
High academic excellent

Population:1200
Data Collection
Data were collected from two professional experiences. Seven teacher mentors
agreed to take part in an extensive semi-structured interview (duration 60-90 minutes),
which occurred after the professional experience was completed. In these interviews,
participants were asked to discuss their perspectives and experiences of mentoring,
including processes, expectations, and how they guided and supported the mentee. All
interviews were recorded and transcribed. Ethics approval was sought and received for
this study. The researchers adopted an open-ended interview protocol (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2009). This required the participants to describe his or her lifeworld–
relationships, style of mentoring experiences and beliefs as a mentor. The questions
9

were developed based on feedback from earlier focus groups with pre-service teachers
and informed by the literature review. The questions asked were broad and designed to
encourage conversation, trust and to establish rapport
(e.g., As a mentor is there any special mentoring practices/process you prefer to use?).
During the interview the researcher, occasionally summaries or reflected on what they
heard, condensing and interpreting the flow of meaning which provided for rich, full
and complex accounts from the participants.
Interviews were used to explore the mentors’ experiences and perceptions of
the relationship during professional experience. This approach allowed us to acquire
personalized information about how the mentor guided and supported the mentee
during the professional experience.

It enabled participants “to speak freely and

emotionally, with candour, richness, depth, authenticity and honesty in their
comments” (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018, p.509). This form of dialogue allowed
the participants to offer opinions, experiences and views, including personal stories. To
ensure validity and the richness of the data the interviewers worked in pairs and used
techniques suggested by Kvale (1996) cited in Cohen et al., (2018). This included the
use of: natural language; open questions (i.e., what, how); and the exploration of
nuanced descriptions or descriptions of specific situations. There was a deliberate
openness to the approach, with the interviewers assumed a guiding role only in the
discussions. The interview transcripts were returned to the interviewee for approval and
deidentified.
Data Analysis
The aim of the internal comparison, according to Boeihi (2002), is to develop
categories and to label them with appropriate codes. This first step involved coding and
reducing our data into sections of coherent text (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). This
approach supported understanding of the participants’ subjective views on the
10

mentoring relationship. Coding was initially conducted on a transcript of a single
interview separately by the researchers, then discussed and compared until agreement
was reached. The remaining transcripts were analysed separately by the two researchers
with results shared for achieving agreement. Consistent and common ideas from the
participants were inductively developed and described as emerging themes (e.g.,
feedback, identity, modelling, relationship, emotional support, independence…). These
themes were grouped together and organised into meaningful units, they were defined
and named (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Braun & Clarke, 2006). An overall comparison
of the coded transcripts was conducted, achieving an interrater reliability of 85%
between the researchers. This process assured internal validity of the identified coded
themes revealing the participants’ views on the mentoring relationship and processes.
The second step, important and central to qualitative analysis according to
Kimchi, Polivka and Stevenson (1991) involved data triangulation. Pattern matching
was used to establish construct validity to ensure comparability with Kram (1983) and
Mullen and Schunk (2012) theoretical explanations (Cohen et al., 2018).
This process encompassed the interconnection of the emerging themes in light of
the theoretical perspective (e.g., Kram, 1983) and Mullen and Schunk (2012) mentoring
processes and phases, through inductive and abductive inferencing (Strübing, 2007).
This enabled the researchers to make visible teacher education mentoring phases, as
well as the specific processes within each, in the presentation of the analysis (refer to
Figure 1).
The themes were progressively re-examined, cross-analyzed and corroborated to
confirm the existence of four distinct phases (e.g., Initiation, Cultivation, Redefinition
& Separation) with relevant mentoring processes within each phase reflecting the
teacher education context. Finally, we used significant statements and textual

11

descriptions in the form of quotes to illustrate the participants mentoring relationships
and processes.

Trustworthiness and Credibility
The following strategies were adopted to support trustworthiness and credibility of the
research findings. They include: building trust and rapport with the participants to foster
rich, detailed responses; maintenance of audit trail (i.e., draft reports, summaries of
analysis, and notes of thoughts and feeling of interviewers post interviews to bracket
own perceptions and subjectivity; data triangulation and pattern matching; member
checking; and participants critiquing/validating the interview transcripts and draft
reports to substantiate the interpretations).
Results
The Four Phases in the Mentoring Relationship
In this study, the phases of Initiation, Cultivation, Separation, and Redefinition
varied, reflecting the differing school contexts, system expectations, and the short-term
nature of professional experience (refer to Figure 1). In Figure 1, the four phases and
related processes are represented as connected, though not sequential. It would be
correct to assume that the mentoring relationship will start with Initiation and may or
may not proceed to Separation and Redefinition. The processes within the phases did
not present as having a specific order of priority, although some were viewed as more
important than others (e.g., expectation setting and contextual awareness).
There was movement backwards and forwards between the phases. This
reinforces the view that teacher education mentoring progression tends to be based on
the individual mentor and mentee relationship. Key turning points in the mentoring
relationship influence movement between the different phases (e.g., shared
expectations and connection may initiate movement from Initiation to Cultivation or
12

the sharing of resources and mutual respect can lead the relationships from Cultivation
to Separation). It is important to note that movement backwards may also occur when
the relationship falters.

Figure 1. Four mentoring phases that reflect teacher mentoring during professional
experience – adapted from Kram (1983) and Mullen & Schunk (2012)
Investigation of the phases of the mentoring relationship in teacher education
highlights both psychological and career factors as identified by Kram (1983) and
Mullen and Schunk (2012). Neither of these factors are fully developed as professional
experience is considerably shorter than those relationships explored in Kram’s
corporate research. The four phases are as follows:
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Initiation
The first phase, Initiation is typically the start of the relationship, a time when the
mentee is trying to “capture the mentor’s imagination by establishing a common
ground” (Kram, 1983, p. 92). In professional experience, this phase may last from 3
days to a week yet, the processes within the phase may continuing throughout the
professional experience. Results identified goal orientation, as an important process,
involving a shared understanding of the most important goals required for learning.
One mentor suggested that planning ahead is an important part of learning to teach
“…learning goals, ….that should be in the prac teacher’s lesson plan… self-reflection
for long term planning…” (#2). She believed it was most important that the mentee and
the mentor have a shared understanding of expectations and goals, possible through
self-reflection and forward planning. For the mentee the Initiation phase involved
striving for acceptance as a protégé, while for the mentor it involved assessing the
mentees needs.
Setting shared goals was necessary in order to establish expectations of
professional experience and subsequently, the relationship. As illustrated by one
participant, “The first thing when they walk into the classroom they need to be is
confident, …able to pick up signals …. work out the class dynamics… (#1).” For her,
setting expectations involved sending a clear message on how the teacher needed to act,
extending to personality fit and membership within the school context. She describes
her school membership and what was expected from the teachers explaining, “…they
need to learn about working with others…the ability to understand that things change
(#3).” For her, collaboration and flexibility were expected, and important for
developing trust. Once expectations and goals were known there is the potential for
successful classroom teaching, and the sharing of contextual knowledge, such as core
values and beliefs central to the individual and the school. This included understanding
14

how the “…school is run, and the structure of the school… (#5).” Contextual
knowledge also extended to understanding “…the school culture...the socioeconomic
background of the kids, their language (#5). ”
Understanding how the school operates and learning about the school culture
helped the mentee to build connections with the mentor. By building connections the
mentee is able to acquire social capital and create conditions that support learning in
the relationship. Building connections may continue beyond the immediate
mentor/mentee relationship to include other staff in the school explaining “I sent them
to other classes with different teachers… (#4). ” When a shared view on expectations
and initial connections have been formed, it marks a turning point in the Initiation
phase.
Cultivation
Cultivation was a period of growth and maintenance of the mentoring relationship
with cultivating processes continuing to expand throughout professional experience.
One example of progression in the mentoring relationship is when the mentee moves
from establishing learning goals to focusing on specific goals. One mentor argued that
this is essential to ensure that the mentee remain on track with their learning. She said,
“they get lost and we have to guide them …. we are there to help them learn how to
teach this content… (#5).” This process was important in building the confidence of
the mentee and enabling the mentor to feel comfortable in handing over their class. For
this to occur the mentee needed to show initiative.
Many of the mentors had specific strategies that they used to scaffold learning
goals. For one mentor this involved allowing experimentation. She said, “I tend not to
play with their activities they’re going to do… (#7). ” With the experimentation there
was also the need to be supportive: “…we talk through some of their ideas…” The
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mentor felt it was most important not to intervene, but to allow the mentee freedom to
try new ideas and to develop their own style.
An important part of reflection and self-development was the process of
providing feedback which strengthened the relationship and helped in guiding the
mentee’s learning. He admitted “I always write observation notes when they give a
lesson…I try to talk to them often… (#6). ” Whether it was written or verbal feedback
it was important to provide guidance that was constructive rather than critical.
Ultimately, the mentors wanted to help the mentee to use feedback to cultivate practice
and enable confidence in the classroom. Often it involved making time to talk to them
about how they were going. Shared conversations were particularly critical when there
were issues of concern (Clarke & Sheridan, 2017; Lejonberg & Tiplic, 2016).
Modelling good practice was an expedient way in providing direction on how to
teach and what good teaching looked like “ I let them observe me… see how even just
the basic systems work, … so systems that are more instinctive that we may forget to
talk about… (#3).” For others encouraging the mentee to watch other colleagues helped
to reinforce key aspects of teaching, saying “I make them go and visit other classes of
other teachers just to see how they teach… ( #5).” One form of modelling that helped
the mentee to develop their own teaching style was the use of role playing. This
approach was used to unpack teaching ideas and to encourage the mentee to reflect on
their own ideas (Crisp et al., 2018).
The high stakes and high-pressure nature of professional experience meant that
psychosocial support was an important aspect of the relationship. This mentor
described using “her instincts to guide” the form and type of support most needed.
Mentors gave “lots of advice” so that the mentee could “use, discount, ignore or modify
(#7).” To cope with the pressure of professional experience it was important that the
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mentor showed empathy and understanding. Psychosocial support included making
sure that the mentee had time to voice their feelings with opportunity for “solid briefing
sessions”, where the mentee “had a voice to negotiate (#1).” Giving the mentee voice
provided a licence to experiment and helped to build confidence with the mentees
further developing their teacher identity.
It was important that the mentee felt part of the community which involved
cultivating collegial connections. For one mentor this meant involving the mentee in
their daily teacher work, “so experiences were genuine…supportive (#7).” For another
this involved creating opportunities for the mentee to understand how a professional
teacher operates in the school/classroom context. This involved sharing with the
mentee “my day and my deliberations (#7).” Showing the mentee how to act in the
school community, the sharing of resources and conversations created a sense of
teamwork “…where both parties [felt] that they are equal …we have respect … and
there has to be empathy (#1).” Sharing ideas and taking part in the daily work of the
mentor, having mutual respect and giving emotional support was viewed by all mentors
as essential in nurturing growth in the relationship. Once sharing and mutual respect
was firmly established, the opportunity for separation became possible in the
relationship.
Separation
Separation may mark the end of a final professional experience with the processes
in this phase continuing, into the profession. Separation in the relationship could
involve structural changes (independence) and/or psychological changes (confidence)
in the relationship. It could be viewed as a natural development of the relationship
allowing the mentee to function autonomously, as they begin to define and redefine
their identity, separate from the mentor. Yet in order for separation to occur in the
mentoring relationship there needed to be a level of confidence and developed expertise
17

prior to the mentee seeking/gaining independence. The process of nurturing
independence was important for growth and maintenance of the relationship. This
involved experimentation, learner ownerships and the expansion of school connections.
One mentor described how she gradually gave a sense of ownership and control over
to her mentee “…we negotiated that [workload]… ‘all right I’ll do this and you can do
this’…it was very collaborative (#1).” Having the opportunity for an equal voice
allowed the mentee to gain a sense of separation, to make their own choices with
teaching. Shared teaching decisions built trust and confidence in the relationship.
Sometimes it was difficult for the mentor to hand over decisions to a mentee. In
many cases it was necessary to ‘build up’ their confidence and capabilities. One mentor
describes this challenge, “…this particular student was, if anything, too anxious and I
kept having to fluff up her feathers and then she would ….undermine herself (#7).” In
this instance independence did not occur. While for others there was clear progression
to increased responsibility with the gradual separation and a lessening of the
dependency on the mentor, she explained, “…they were taking on more of my
responsibilities…. doing 2/3 of my normal job … ( #7). ” An indication that separation
had occurred was when the mentee was consistently able to operate autonomously in
the classroom. However, it is important to note that many professional experiences do
not allow for independent teaching. Working autonomously may involve alignment
with system requirement and the realigning of connections in the relationship, driven
by either mentor and/or mentee. Sometimes this was not a harmonious decision, with
the relationship ceasing to be nurturing.
In other instances, the realignment, showed growth, development and a positive
change in the relationship. All mentors acknowledged the importance for the mentee to
eventually find their own ‘flavour’ with teaching. One mentor described how she did
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this, “I don’t discourage them doing something new and if it doesn’t work …..no one
can just copy and paste exactly what a teacher does .. It’s all about developing your
own flavour (#2).” Being able to be yourself in teaching, separate to the mentor, was
an important step towards independence for the mentee.
As professional experience placements were most often limited to weeks rather
than months, functioning autonomously often involved negotiating the separation. One
mentor explains this, “ Sometimes they move away from our strategy, our point of view
and then they start to teach the way they want… (#5).” Negotiating separation involved
differing opinions and was often challenging and complex, with the need to
acknowledge the emotions and loss of ownership associated with independence. For
another mentor, separation was seen as a sense of personal achievement. He said,
“…they looked at me and they didn’t want to be too cocky but you could see that they
knew that they’d nailed it (#7).” Handing over control and giving autonomy was often
a delicate balance in the relationship and signalled a form of redefinition.
Redefinition
In teacher mentoring Redefinition is less clear with the relationship often
continuing as the mentee seeks employment and begins their career. Redefinition has
an indefinite time period with the processes advancing to a new form, significantly
different from the past (peer-relationship), or the relationship itself ending.
Establishing collegial connections and initiating new support systems were
processes in this phase. Once the mentee had achieved independence, was working
autonomously, with the relationship having matured, a positive next step was in
establishing other collegial connections. One mentor describes how her mentee sought
this support. She said, “ …she’s tapped us all for advice, she’ll call and say, ‘I really
need advice on how to do this… (#3).’” The relationship in this instance had become
more peer-like, with the mentee seeking to expand her support systems.
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It was importance to create opportunities for the mentee to establish real
connections with the profession. Learning to be collaborative was viewed as useful for
building support networks. Participants also recognised the need for ongoing
psychosocial support “…pastorally as well,…. the need to support connections with
colleagues… (#7).” One mentor describes how the extended school community was
able to support the mentee by “ meeting with, a prac teaching coordinator, about
support for pre-service teacher and a discussion at a school level…. (#2).”
Developing new support roles and connections led to an augmented function; the
changing or expansion of roles in the relationship. The mentor describes how his role
changed from mentor to assessor. He said, “…at the same time we’re trying to help
mentor them, but we are also writing a report …being an assessor (#5).” Augmenting
function also included giving career advice “…we have tried to encourage the preservice teacher that teaching is going to be a good career….a positive a sense of
security and hope …

(#3).” Forming a sense of future as a teacher was helpful in

supporting evolving identity. All the mentors agreed on the value of the mentee testing
out ideas beyond the scope of the relationship, as a way of supporting future thinking.
Self-identifying the “type of teacher you want to be (#6)” was crucial at this stage.
However, this function needed “to fit within the confines of the rules and the context…
(#3). ” The necessity of developing personal style and being authentic was recognised
as an important part of the mentee’s development.
On-going self-learning is an important part of identity development that is often
poorly defined and not always encouraged in the mentoring relationship. However, the
mentors in this study did recognize that for some mentees self-learning did occur. They
acknowledged the importance of finding time to discuss and explore the mentees’
developing points of view. Working independently to regulate and plan own learning

20

as a teacher was a necessary part of self-learning. Seizing opportunities to develop
personal mastery and to re-negotiate the boundaries in the relationship supported
identity development, through self-reflection and professional learning.
Discussion
The development of the mentor relationships is complex and highly variable as
the mentoring relationship moves between the phases of Initiation; Cultivation;
Separation; and Redefinition. Each phase was characterised by specific mentoring
processes, incorporating effective experiences, developmental processes and patterns
of interaction that aligned with Mullen and Schunk’s (2012) model. Movement forward
or backward from one phase to another was defined by changes in a mentee’s
confidence. The expansion of the mentee’s connections, increased trust in the
relationship, and the augmentation of the mentor roles characterised by independence
and/or separation in the relationship also defined phase movement. The phases were
not sequential rather they tend to be contextual and opportunistic in teacher education
mentoring relationship. For example, the opportunity to experiment helps support
identity development, yet providing opportunity to experiment may be limited by
contextual/system factors or the mentors desire to ensure the mentee experience
successful teaching.
Our findings supported the view of four distinct phases, with processes that are
interconnected and interrelated, that aligned with previous corporate mentoring
research (Humberd & Rouse, 2016; Keller, 2005; Kram, 1983; Mullen & Schunk,
2012). The findings contribute to a deeper understanding of how the mentoring
relationship develops and what processes contribute to supporting confident,
autonomous teachers. The development of the mentoring relationship during
professional experience, differed from previous corporate mentoring research (e.g.,
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Kram, 1983; Mullen & Schunk, 2012). Key differences included the shorter time frame,
the situational requirements of individual schools and mentors, and the overarching
accreditation requirements for new teachers (e.g., TEMAG, 2014). These factors
provided challenges for mentoring, with mentor and mentee under obligation to
multiple stakeholders.
The mentoring processes in teaching played an important role in facilitating
entry into the teaching culture and school context (Aderibigbe et al., 2016; Mackey &
Shannon, 2014). Within this context existed the often ad hoc nature of supervision (e.g.,
limited mentor training, no choice of mentor/mentee match, and the complexity of
teaching in difficult to teach schools) noted in research (Banville, 2002). A consequence
is that the current mentoring model for pre-service teachers can be viewed as
developmental. This understanding can enable better learning, confidence, and success
for the mentee during professional experience, with the mentee more able to meet
challenges. This is significant in the current climate of reform, change and improvement
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Schleicher, 2011; TEMAG, 2014), as it broadens our
understanding of mentoring behaviour and meets the current demands for greater
transparency (Devos, 2010; Ewing, Lowrie, & Higgs, 2010; White, Bloomfield & Le
Cornu, 2010).
The process of Initiation involved establishing common, professional
understandings. The mentor/mentee assessed each other’s expectations of the
relationship and possible learnings. For development to occur, trust and collaboration
in the relationship was needed, as suggested in Crisp et al. (2018) and Liou et al. (2017)
research. This involved goal orientation–the goals that could and should be targeted
within the specific school/classroom context and time frame. Goal orientation involved
negotiation and the development of help seeking behaviours. This behaviour was nearly
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always individual and involved social interactions influencing mentor/mentees
subsequent behaviours. There tended to be an urgency with goal orientation
particularly, in terms of the short-term nature and the varied contexts of school
professional experience.
Initiation phase was concerned with the mentor assessing the individual within
the learning context; and is important preparation for establishing individual’s skills,
needs and potential, according to McIntyre and Hobson (2016) and Zachary (2000).
The short time period for initiation created limitations in determining similarities,
compatibilities, school fit and membership noted as important in research (Keller, 2005;
Mackey & Shanon, 2014). Expectations of both parties needed to be clear in order to
establish trust. The mentor needed to know that the pre-service teacher could be trusted
with their classes, and in turn the mentee needed to know that the mentor would be
there to support them in the classroom.
Once trust was established the mentor could then assess the mentee’s level of
teaching expertise and identify where they needed to develop further. The mentor
looked for the mentee’s ability to teach and their abilities as a professional (e.g., engage
with students, work out the class dynamics, work with colleagues). Related research
comments on the importance of establishing cultural fit and membership (Ensher,
Heun, & Blanchard, 2003; Mackey & Shannon, 2014). With the development of trust
there was acceptance into the school community with further sharing of information on
the school culture, context and student needs. Movement from Initiation was marked
by the turning point of a substantial increase in the mentee’s confidence and the
beginnings of trust in the relationship, which signalled that the relationship was
working at the next phase–Cultivation.
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Identified as a period of growth and maintenance, Cultivation continued
throughout professional experience, with a focus on achieving established shared goals.
There needed to be agreement on expectations and the structure of the relationship;
Aderibigbe et al. (2016) and Zachery (2000) refers to this as the process of negotiating,
enabling, and coming to agreement. The teacher mentor supported growth by
scaffolding teaching practices with specific rituals and processes (e.g., feedback,
modelling, emotional support, team teaching). This helped to develop comfort in the
relationship, with the mentor using intuition and empathy to guide the mentees growing
confidence and practice.
There is no specific timeframe for Cultivation as it varied with differing
relationships and contexts. In reality this phase would continue beyond professional
experience. Growth of the mentoring relationship follows diverse trajectories, and this
was certainly the case with the participants in this study. Aspects such as modelling
good practice and providing positive and constructive feedback were viewed as
common features in supporting mentees to feel comfortable, guiding their development
and ensuring effective relationships (Crisp et al., 2018; Izadinia, 2015; Lejonberg &
Tiplic, 2016; Mackey & Shannon, 2014;Toona et al., 2017).
For some of the mentees having the opportunity to experiment and take risks
led to an increase in confidence and capabilities, not all of the mentors automatically
provided this opportunity. Research suggests there is an increased need for negotiated
understandings, genuine conversations and self-disclosure in the mentoring relationship
as a way of nurturing trust and encouraging commitment (Clarke & Sheridan,
2017;Crisp et al., 2018; van Ginkel, Verloop, & Denessen, 2016; Kim & Silver, 2016;
Mullen & Schunk, 2012).
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Cultivating confidence included providing social and emotional support in the
relationship (Izadinia, 2015; Nguyen & Sheridan, 2016; Sheridan & Young, 2016).
Psychosocial support and the expansion of teaching ideas in the Cultivation phase
occurred through opportunities to increase connections in the school (e.g., peers and
other colleagues). Expansion of connections has been identified as important for
fostering growth (Grimmett et al., 2018; Mullen & Schunk, 2012) and marked as the
turning point moving the relationship into the phase of Separation.
Separation involved the mentee taking ownership of their learning, thus gaining
autonomy as a teacher. The mentors viewed this as an important goal in the relationship.
Ownership indicated a growing trust in the mentee’s capabilities. Trust enabled growth
in interpersonal relations, expansion in teaching confidence, and increase teacher
responsibilities, identified by Crisp et al. (2018) and Liou et al. (2017). Due to the
shorter time period available in professional experience it would be unlikely to see
complete separation. However, to some extent separation did occur, particularly for
mentees in their final year or those who engaged in internships. With early professional
experience (1st 2nd year undergraduate or 1st year postgraduate) Separation was more
likely to involve the mentee making their own decisions on how and what to teach in
consultation with their mentor.
As the mentee expanded their teaching role and took on new opportunities there
was the need for ongoing negotiation on the boundaries of the relationships. The
realignment of the relationship from master–student to senior colleague–junior
colleague indicated development of the relationship in an altered form (Grimmett et al.,
2018). Not all realignments would necessarily indicate mentee development.
Separation in some cases meant that the relationship had finished or stagnated, and that
mentoring was no longer progressing. Negotiating of workloads, decisions around
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teaching, and the handing over of classes could signal potential movement into the
Redefinition phase.
The most complex and elusive phase in the teaching professional experience
was Redefinition. Keller (2005) referred to this phase as dissolution, influenced by
individual development and personality characteristics. Full Redefinition would most
likely occur post-professional experience, due to the short-term nature of teacher
mentoring and specific policy/guidelines that guide the end of the relationship. In some
instances, the relationship continuing as the mentee leaves the school and starts their
career, with mentoring shifting to a more peer supportive model (Gordon, 2017;
Mackey & Shannon, 2014).
Augmentation of the mentoring roles was not always straight forward it could
be seen as both a positive experience (i.e., my mentee is now their own person, testing
their own ideas) or as an emotional one (i.e., the mentee is pushing me away, they no
longer need/want my guidance). An important aspect of Redefinition was the evolution
of the mentee’s teacher identity, indicating changes to the relationship (e.g., mentee
seeking career advice from other colleagues). This altered form of the mentoring
relationship signals that the relationship had accomplished its purpose and usefulness.
The variety of school contexts and expectations suggest that full Redefinition would
most likely occur once the mentee enter the profession; it is most likely to be the starting
point, rather than an end-point.
Conclusions and Implications
An understanding of the progression in the teacher mentoring relationship
supports mentee confidence and the development of consistent mentoring practices. By
describing the phases qualitatively and defining the processes behaviourally we were
able to “provide a tangible platform for investigating related variables” that exist in
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teacher mentoring (Mullen & Schunk, 2012, p. 90). Endeavouring to categorise the
phases adds value in understanding mentoring and deconstructing the practical aspects
of the teacher mentoring relationships. Knowledge of how the relationship progresses
through the various phases is essential for both the mentee and the mentor in
understanding how to take advantage of, and benefit from, the relationship.
Subsequently, researchers need to consider specific mentoring processes, and
the relationship between the different processes used by the teacher mentor. This is
essential in further unpacking the operalization of the mentoring relationship for preservice teachers. Redefinition needs to be considered as the trigger for teacher growth
beyond professional experience, particularly, in support of beginning teachers.
Essentially, the mentee needs to have a sense of confidence with the mentoring support
provided during professional experience and prior to entry into the profession. Quality
mentoring can then be used to support new teachers towards satisfaction and enjoyment
in the job.
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